
The pandemic has forced us to become increasingly detached and 
isolated from the communities and cultures we live in, triggering a co-
pandemic of mental health conditions and an acute awareness of the 
design of our built environments at a fundamental level. 

Using concepts from psychogeography and phenomenology, we have 
established a vision for the design of the Cultural Mile within the City of 
London which is informed by human emotion and driven by  
the goal of making the City a happy place. 

We measure things solely by economic viability, market-driven 
housing, clean-cut zoning, and transportation levels of service. 
This has manifested in how this neighbourhood functions today: 
auto-dominated thoroughfares and single-use districts that 
become empty after the 9-to-5 working day. Good planning and 
urban design should not be solely about how many square feet 
a building or park should be, but rather how they are perceived 
and experienced by their users. 

We developed a new urban design 
framework that drives the built form 
based on a happiness quotient and five 
emotional lenses:

Through an equity lens, arts and culture are often barriers due to a traditional 
pay-to-enjoy model and often live within buildings. To ensure that this rich 
culture is enjoyable to all (residents, employees, tourists, etc), there is a need 
to expand into our public realm. What does pleasure look like in the built 
environment and how can we democratize it? 

design moves
• Bringing culture to public realm and its connections: the introduction of the 

Culture Mile and its expansion to a network of cultural institutions 
• Creating a central landscape that improves pedestrian connectivity and 

wayfinding while acting as a new outdoor art venue 

Beyond creating barrier-free access, accessibility is the freedom and 
empowerment to access and navigate your own community. With building 
stock left unused/vacant in a post-COVID world, we’re imagining new ways to 
use buildings and public spaces for living and working. How can we physically 
design a sense of security and belonging in our city? 

design moves
• Reprograming the existing empty buildings to mix-uses and integration of 

diverse populations 
• Office-to: schools, loft housing, senior housing, wellness, farms, 

expropriation of properties for low-income or shelters, community amenity 
spaces 

• More accessible rooftop gardens 
• Smaller retail fabric to promote more small businesses 

Our cities and communities should continue to surprise us and fuel creativity, 
curiosity, and vibrancy. The monolithic nature of this neighbourhood in use, 
demographics, and character revealed a need for more engaging and diverse 
programming. Over 50% of the current land use is office - a typology that 
has dramatically transformed in 2020. Now different people need different 
stimulus in the post-pandemic world, and the city should create space for 
that. How can we continually be excited by our communities? 

design moves
• Creating spaces where nature is easily accessible in the urban scale: 

Injecting places to ‘pause’ and notice your surroundings, especially in high 
areas that have air pollution, noise, and/or traffic 

• Incorporating design principles of biophilia: biomorphic forms, nature 
sounds, and non-visual (touch) experiences 

“Urban calmness” often sounds like an oxymoron, but as the pandemic 
has taught us – sometimes we need a place to slow down, take a moment 
for ourselves, and engage in nature. Health and wellbeing include having 
equitable access to these slower-pace spaces, reconnecting with natural 
elements and invigorating our senses. How can we create kinder spaces and 
places that allow us to pause meaningfully? 

design moves
• Creation of public space typologies that don’t exist today or are limited 
• Expanding constrained or dysfunctional spaces 

By reclaiming the term productivity from labour, economics, and resources, 
and tapping into human emotion, our quality of living can be enhanced 
through the way we consume and produce energy. By empowering people to 
participate in effective and financially feasible energy programs they will feel 
more motivated and connected to engage, creating a shared consciousness 
about waste and energy. How can our communities at large be invigorated 
to participate in climate-positivity? 

design moves
• Less dependance on centralized energy grid ensures neighborhood 

resilience in times of shocks and stresses 
• Solar energy/community involvement in energy systems 
• Building, site, and neighbourhood energy loops, creating less dependance 

on a centralized energy grid 
• Stormwater management: rain gardens and swales, water-retention, 

permeable pavers, and an expanded tree canopy and green roofs   
• Blue roofs to store rainwater under photovoltaics 
• Optimizing energy use by tracking real-time metrics
• Smart disposal chains 
• Integration of lower-energy buildings following passive house principles 

wider pedways with public art are 
generous public spaces leading 
to the renewed Finsbury Circus 
Gardens

plazas become natural extensions of 
indoor functions to become outdoor 
classrooms, theatres, workplaces and 
art studios

unused rooftop spaces become new 
places for shared residential-office-
commercial amenity

external green ‘skeleton’ for low-
impact green infrastructure, 
facilitating shared climate-positivity

integrated green infrastructure offer 
relief for the city (urban heat island), 
biodiversity, and as areas of refuge 
for residents and workers

urban farming and gardens 
to foster stewardship and job 
creation over existing market

new centralized Energy and Water 
education hub that also serves as 
wayfinding landmark

once-narrow and auto-centric corridors 
offer new and intimate spaces for where 
culture meets function “spill out spaces” where 

land uses bleed out 
and start to blend and 
interact

multi-sensory gardens promote health 
and wellness in the hospital grounds
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Democratizing culture by 
allowing it to happen in both 
informal and formal spaces 
are areas such as walkway 
underpasses, and churches

Expansion of public realm 
on collector streets to 
interconnect inner core public 
spaces and plazas with 
perimeter arterials

Naturalizing the city: creating 
parks, roof gardens and 
green walls on scaffoldings 

Building in flexibility and 
creating more opportunities 
to interact and explore

Demystifying energy and water 
systems to better engage 
the community through an 
education program

informal spillout spaces: at and above grade, this creates a more equitable typology of cultural space

an extended pedway network: arts and culture should be a two-way exchange between the city and its people

circular sustainability strategy: creating a climate-positive culture around energy and water

design approach

The City of London neighborhood is the nation’s financial heart, 
houses over 10,000 residents, and is home to significant cultural 
landmarks. Yet many of the City’s offices will remain underoccupied 
after the pandemic and cultural institutions will need people to 
return to their venues in order to thrive. A recent survey revealed 
that 45% of City workers said they want to continue working 
from home after the pandemic as it has improved their work-life 
balance. Additional stressors such as extreme weather, heat island 
effect, a lack of social cohesion, economic stress, and dysfunctional 
infrastructure compound the challenge.  

This is a design vision for the City of London which unifies the cultural 
institutions in the area, makes access to arts and culture equitable, 

reclaims the public realm, and reimagines the use of buildings within 
the site. The vision is based on an approach to bringing happiness 
to this area of the city by creating a series of design moves which are 
influenced by human emotion. 

living design

The idea behind “Inside-Out” is to abstract the concept of “inside and 
out” and apply it to all dimensions – physical, mental, emotional, and 
behavioral in order to improve the overall well-being of the site and 
its inhabitants. This design driver led to the creation of an expanded 
public realm at and above ground, through strategic programming, 
new and improved pedestrian connections and public spaces.   

extension and 
rehabilitation of existing 
pedestrian walkway 
network links anchor 
uses while creating an 
enjoyable, connected, and 
stimulating experience
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